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A Washington-based consulting firm was forced to cancel its second US-Cuba Business Summit in
Havana because the Treasury Department ruled that travel to Cuba by business executives taking
part in the event would violate the economic embargo against the island. The decision was a setback
for business associations and lobbyists who are working to lift the economic sanctions and lay the
groundwork for investment in Cuba.
US business executives have long been concerned that the embargo policy effectively blocks their
access to the Cuban market while the Cuban economic opening continues to attract capital from
other countries. Estimates of the amount of foreign business activity in Cuba vary widely. The New
York-based US-Cuba Trade and Economic Council estimates that 4,500 firms from 30 countries
are already doing business in Cuba or are planning to do so. Since 1990, US$7.4 billion has entered
the economy in the form of investments "announced, committed, and delivered" from foreign
companies, according to the council's figures.
Alamar Associates, a Washington, DC, consulting firm, organized the first business summit in
Havana in March. More than 50 executives from such corporations as Mobil Oil, Continental Grain,
Caterpillar, Bristol-Myers Squibb, and Texaco attended. These corporations are part of a growing
movement among the US corporate elite to press Congress to end unilateral sanctions that affect
their access to markets in Cuba and some 70 other countries. Alamar Associates also organized
the September Business Summit along with co-sponsors USA Engage, the National Foreign Trade
Council (NFTC), and the Medical Device Manufacturers Association.
Alamar's promotional material said the summit would cover such topics as trade opportunities,
joint ventures, foreign investment laws and procedures, and Cuban financial and banking systems.
Participants were to meet with Cuban economy officials and business counterparts from other
countries. The summit was to be held in Cancun, Mexico, Sept. 9-12 with an overnight stay "fully
hosted" in Havana on Sept. 11. "Fully hosted" meant that the Cuban government would pay all
expenses during the Havana portion of the summit, allowing the US visitors to comply with the
Treasury Department prohibition against making dollar transfers to Cuba.
Companies who registered for the event included Texaco, Mobil Oil, Caterpillar, Continental Grain,
and Bristol-Myers-Squibb. Treasury Department says trip would aid Cuban government Alamar
Associates and USA Engage applied for a Treasury Department license to permit participants to
travel to Havana. The Treasury Department's Office of Foreign Asset Control (OFAC) rejected the
request even though it had approved a license for the March business summit. "We do not support
such activities," said a State Department official. "Doing business with Castro's Cuba only reinforces
the Cuban government's resistance to meaningful change and is a disservice to the Cuban people."
OFAC's decision was based, in part, on doubts that the Havana stay was really "fully host-funded."
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 54598
ISSN: 1089-1560

"We are mystified how the Cuban government, given its own admissions of economic difficulties,
can spare the funds to `fully host' such events," said the State Department official. In August, the
Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) asked Congress to investigate the license request. A
CANF spokesperson said summit promoters might have covertly paid the Cuban government for
expenses in Havana, noting that Alamar was charging participants much more than it did for the
March summit, which did not include an overnight stay in Havana.
The State Department official said that, whether hosted or not, the business trip to Cuba was
"impermissible as inconsistent with US policy," because OFAC had determined that it would serve
the interests of the Cuban government. Organizer says Treasury Department "politicized" trip But
Frank Kittredge, president of the NFTC and vice president of USA Engage, said the planned trip
to Havana complied with all US laws and that the Treasury Department denied the license request
because the organizers refused to have participants make political gestures during the visit. "The
Treasury Department should not be attempting to politicize such a meeting," said Kittredge. Alamar
president Kirby Jones said the Treasury Department had asked him to include meetings with Cuban
dissidents on the summit's agenda.
The department also wanted participants to make negative comments about Cuba and to say they
would not do business in Cuba until it met US policy objectives of a freely elected government. "All
of this has raised some fundamental questions," said Jones. "Is the definition of meeting with the
Cuban people just meeting with political dissidents who are handpicked by the US government?
Since when are licenses from Treasury conditioned on meeting with political dissidents? And since
when is the application of laws dependent on what one says or thinks?"
On Sept. 9, Foreign Investment Minster Ibrahim Ferradaz announced the cancellation of the Havana
segment of the summit. Alamar reorganized the summit to bring Cuban officials to Cancun, but
half the 60 businesses that had registered pulled out. "Some companies pulled out because it was
crucial for them to go to Cuba, to look at the facilities," said Jones. Corporations lobby for reform
of unilateral sanctions USA Engage is a lobbying organization representing 674 business and
agriculture firms and associations. It advocates "engagement" instead of sanctions, "to promote
freedom, human rights, security, and prosperity" abroad.
In July, the chief executive officers of 52 major US corporations wrote a letter to the Senate
supporting the Lugar Sanctions Reform Act (S. 1413), which would revise the policy of imposing
unilateral sanctions that affect Cuba and other countries. The corporations represented in the letter
include Caterpillar, Ingersoll-Rand, TRW, Rockwell International, Tenneco, AT&T, Bank of America,
Conoco, Phillips Petroleum, United Parcel Service, Motorola, Honeywell, Mobil, Texaco, ARCO, and
General Motors.
A day before the business summit convened in Cancun, Stuart Eizenstat, under secretary of state
for economic affairs, gave a limited defense of the sanctions policy before the Senate Task Force on
Sanctions. He told the senators, some of whom expressed reservations about keeping US businesses
out of the countries under sanctions, that the Helms-Burton Act was an example of the successful
application of the sanctions policy. He said the law had aligned more and more countries behind US
policy against Cuba.
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However, in his testimony, Eizenstat referred exclusively to the importance of using the authority,
given to the president under Helms-Burton, to waive portions of the law. He argued that "waiver
diplomacy" had resulted in successful negotiations with the European Union (EU) in May that laid
out rules concerning expropriations such as those conducted by Cuba in the 1960s (see NotiCen,
06/04/98).
Eizenstat did not comment on the effectiveness of those parts of Helms-Burton that have been
enforced, nor did he comment on the overall effectiveness of the embargo policy. In March, the
administration conceded that Helms-Burton has not worked as intended. White House spokesman
Mike McCurry said, "The Helms-Burton Act has not brought about the peaceful change in the
communist regime in Cuba that the United States fervently desired." (Sources: The Miami Herald,
08/15/98, 09/04/98; The Journal of Commerce, 09/04/98, 09/08/98; State Department Senate testimony
transcript, 09/08/98; USA Engage press release, 09/04/98, 09/09/98; Associated Press, 09/10/98;
Reuters, 09/11/98; Notimex, 06/14/98, 09/04/98, 09/08/98, 09/09/98, 09/14/98)
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